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Letter to the Editor
The enigma of health literacy and COVID-19 pandemic
Since the emergence of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) pandemic, the disease has become one of the greatest chal-
lenges for healthcare systems and public health reforms globally.
It is ironic that while there is an overwhelming necessity world-
wide for tackling the disease, the issue of health literacy is ignored
or misjudged as a public health problem in the current health
dilemma. As today, there is a plethora of information and misinfor-
mation resources pertaining to the COVID-19 that led to the spread
of fear and panic among the public far more speedily than the virus
itself. Health literacy is a focal matter to slowing down the spread of
the virus and prevention of the disease, as well as the preparedness
of healthcare systems in dealing with the disease for situations that
require rapid reaction.

Health literacy entails people's knowledge and competences to
obtain, process, and understand health information and services
to make appropriate health decisions.1 No one is ever fully health
literate, and everyone at some point needs help in understanding
or acting on important health information or navigating a complex
system, even in economically advanced countries with strong edu-
cation systems. Some population categories most likely to experi-
ence low health literacy are older adults, racial, ethnic minorities,
low educational level, migrants, and people with compromised
health status.2

Since the spread of COVID-19, the healthcare systems and the
way of people life have been questionable globally. The COVID-19
health emergency is showing the importance of tackling public
health issues and increasing the preparedness of healthcare sys-
tems to fight off disease. No doubt, the risk of being infected is
greatly dependent on other people's behavior and observing the
precautionary procedures and national measures. The COVID-19
outbreak has clearly demonstrated the need for reforming the
healthcare systems and health emergency services and the pre-
paredness for the epidemic or pandemic crises as it has become
very obvious that these disease outbreaks do not stop beyond
certain boundaries or differentiate between countries, peoples,
and systems but affect every individual and country. Health literacy
was reported to be underestimated in the COVID-19 crisis.3,4

The world is witnessing bombardment of complex and contra-
dictory information about COVID-19 in relation to detection, diag-
nosis, prevention, and management of the disease. In this
pandemic crisis, most individuals are having problematic issues
in accessing trusted information, and social media pose higher risks
than other conventional media because of the wider and faster
outreach of the message and spreading of misinformation. The
World Health Organization (WHO) is leading the effort to slow
the spread of the COVID-19 outbreak, and Zarocostas5 reported
that the WHO has launched platforms aiming to combat misinfor-
mation around COVID-19, ‘We're not just fighting an epidemic;
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we're fighting an infodemic’. It is not only the virus that is
spreading but falsified information called ‘infodemic’ is also
spreading, making the individuals doubtful and confusing to deal
with information and misinformation.5 Paasche-Orlow et al.6

have showed that 26% of people living in the United States of Amer-
ica had low general health literacy. In Europe, 47% of people were
shown to have limited health literacy.7 About 59% of Australians
suffered from inadequate level of health literacy.8 One can imagine
what will be the picture for other countries that their healthcare
systems are undeveloped and their persons' health literacy is
inadequate.

Health authorities and organizations have attempted to apply
legislative, protective, and precautionary measures among citizens
at different levels by issuing warnings and recommendations about
COVID-19, by setting policies and legal restrictions, and finally by
imposing a complete ‘lockdown’. These procedures have encoun-
tered varying degrees of success and denial, but in general, people's
response was unsatisfactory in most times, and these conditions
were not fulfilled. People may underestimate the seriousness of
the disease and may not consider themselves at risk of the
infection.

Nowadays, the development of health literacy is becoming very
important to prepare individuals and societies for emergency situ-
ations such as the COVID-19 outbreak that requires urgent actions
and rapid containment. Specific measures and regulatory proced-
ures are needed for educational settings, social media, work envi-
ronments, marketplaces, and healthcare systems, as well as
political and economic arenas, to combat the emerging disease
and build individual and society bounciness.

Importantly, nations should invest in the health literacy of citi-
zens that could help people to reduce the risk of infection spreading
and understand the reasons behind the social responsibility and
disease prevention. Health authorities and professionals should
routinely conduct health literacy reports regularly to assess the pre-
paredness of the individuals and societies for any disease outbreak
and strengthen public health environment and policies.
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